The Color of Memory: Reimagining the Antebellum South in Works by James McBride Through the use of Free Indirect Discourse by Holmes, Janel L
Virginia Commonwealth University 
VCU Scholars Compass 
Theses and Dissertations Graduate School 
2016 
The Color of Memory: Reimagining the Antebellum South in 
Works by James McBride Through the use of Free Indirect 
Discourse 
Janel L. Holmes 
Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarscompass.vcu.edu/etd 
 Part of the African American Studies Commons, African History Commons, American Literature 
Commons, Feminist, Gender, and Sexuality Studies Commons, Fiction Commons, Literature in English, 
North America Commons, Literature in English, North America, Ethnic and Cultural Minority Commons, 
and the Nonfiction Commons 
 
© The Author 
Downloaded from 
https://scholarscompass.vcu.edu/etd/4220 
This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by the Graduate School at VCU Scholars Compass. It has 
been accepted for inclusion in Theses and Dissertations by an authorized administrator of VCU Scholars Compass. 










© Janel L. Holmes                          2016 












































The Color of Memory: Reimagining the Antebellum South in Works by James McBride 
Through the use of Free Indirect Discourse 
 
 
A thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Master of 















Janel LaShawn Holmes,  





Dr. Katherine Bassard,  
















The author wishes to thank several people. I would like to thank my mother, Joy Holmes, 
for her love, support and patience throughout my entire life and for the countless 
sacrifices she’s made to help me get to this place in my academic career. I want to thank 
my grandfather for supporting me and attending every major milestone in my life. I want 
to dedicate my thesis to the memory of my loving grandmother, Mollie Jean Holmes, 
who I lost my second semester as a graduate student. I know she wouldn’t have wanted 
me to quit. Her strength, guidance and prayers helped me to complete my thesis. Lastly, I 
would like to thank my committee members, all of whom allowed me the time to mourn 
the lost of my grandmother and aunt while taking their courses. I would like to 
acknowledge Dr. Katherine Clay Bassard, who has mentored me as an undergraduate and 
graduate student and has offered me support in every professional endeavor I have 



































Table of Contents 
Abstract……………………………………………………………………………………v 
Introduction…………………………………………………………...…………………..1 
Chapter 1: The Men…………………………………………………..………………….14 
Chapter 2: The Women………………………………………..……………………...….25 





















THE COLOR OF MEMORY: REIMAGINING THE ANTEBELLUM SOUTH IN 




By Janel LaShawn Holmes, MA. 
 
 
A thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Masters of 
Arts at Virginia Commonwealth University.  
 
 
Virginia Commonwealth University, 2016. 
 
 
Major Director: Dr. Katherine Clay Bassard, Ph.D., Sr. Vice Provost for Faculty Affairs, 
Department of English 
 
 
 This thesis examines the use of interior narrative techniques such as free indirect 
discourse and internal monologue in two of James McBride’s neo-slave narratives, Song 
Yet Sung (2008) and The Good Lord Bird (2013). Very limited critical attention has been 
given to these neo-slave narratives that illustrate McBrides attention to characterization 
and focalized narration. In these narratives McBride builds upon the revelations he 
explores in his bestselling memoir, The Color of Water (1996, 2006), where he learns to 
disassociate race and character. What he discovers about not only his mother, but also 
himself, inspires his re-imagination of the people who lived during the antebellum period. 
His use of interior narrative techniques deviates from his peers’ conventional approach to 
the neo-slave narrative. His exploration of the psyche demonstrates a focalized attention 
to the individual, rather than a characterization of the community, which is typically 
 vi 
portrayed in neo-slave narratives. In conclusion, this thesis argues that James McBride’s 
neo-slave narratives reveal his interest in deconstructing the hierarchal positioning of 
whites and blacks during the antebellum period in order to communicate that although 
African Americans were the intended victims, slave masters and mistresses were 























Discourse that recounts the plight of millions of captured Africans brought to the 
United States has always been an important part of the retelling of American history. In 
short, the narrative typically retells the story of how Africans were stolen from their 
country and brought to the United States to be used for the uncompensated, arduous labor 
that built the foundation of America’s economy. Nonfiction literature narrating the 
experiences of these enslaved Africans in America established the rhetoric that would go 
on to define 18th and 19th century African American culture for decades. The writings of 
formerly enslaved individuals or of the amanuenses that wrote on their behalf became 
what is known today as the slave narrative. Decades later, the neo-slave narrative genre 
would develop as a result of writers attempting to capture the spirit of the individuals 
who lived during the antebellum period. Although the literary conventions of fiction gave 
neo-slave narrative authors the permission to experiment with their portrayals of history, 
they typically remain wedded to the ideologies that developed from slave narratives. 
James McBride chooses to blaze his own path within the neo-slave narrative genre. His 
uniquely different perspective of the individuals who existed during the antebellum 
period and impeccable use of dialect create a narrative experience that truly challenges 
the preconceived notions readers may have about the institution of slavery. Alongside his 
clever use of geography and references to concepts like magic and religion, there exists 
character development that transcends the confines and conventions that most of his peers 
within the genre often remain in. When discussing the antebellum period, the voice of the 
entire community often overwhelms the voice of the individual. Because the narrative of 
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slavery is so engrained within American culture, writers often approach the antebellum 
period in a way that suggests all enslaved individuals were affected by the institution of 
slavery in the same way; however, James McBride chooses to dispel this notion by 
creating characters that are far more complex than discourse about the institution of 
slavery proposes. McBride prioritizes the individual over the whole and creates works 
that resist the urge to abbreviate the different ways slavery changed the lives of each 
individual impacted by it. One of the ways he does this is by challenging the hierarchal 
ideology of slavery that many readers have become accustomed to. Whereas many of his 
peers highlight the characteristics that separated blacks and whites, his works often reveal 
the vulnerabilities that united them. McBride’s perspective shows that although history 
cannot be rewritten, it does not have to limit one’s portrayal of historical events. He uses 
the voices of American ancestors as the foundation to evoke emotions that often go 
overlooked; and as a result, reveals that slavery drained the humanity from all those in its 
path, regardless of who it was intended to destroy.  
In order to unpack how James McBride differs from his fellow authors of neo-
slave narratives, we must first understand how the genre has developed over time. Neo-
slave narratives are an extension of the nonfiction slave narrative genre that developed in 
the 1840s. Slave narratives can be traced back to the 18th century; however, abolitionists 
sponsored the most popular slave narratives that have gone on to define the genre. 
Abolitionist sponsored slave narratives served as both, a way to give a voice to the 
voiceless enslaved individuals of the transatlantic slave trade, and more importantly, to 
encourage individuals near and far to support the efforts of abolitionists to end the 
institution of slavery. Slave narratives were understandably written in a somber tone 
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because of the cultural context in which they existed. According to Mitch Kachun, the 
narratives were particularly moving because bondmen and bondwomen narrators called 
“attention in a very personal way to their own vivid memories” in an effort to humanize 
their stories (Kachun 25). Abolitionists unapologetically encouraged bondmen and 
bondwomen to share their most dehumanizing experiences on the plantation for political 
and economic leverage. Northern contributors were the targeted audience, as they were 
the most enthusiastic about funding the movement to end slavery. With abolitionists 
fueling the slave narrative genre at this point, the narratives adapted a unique style that 
audiences began to anticipate. The morbid nature of the memories and level of sadistic 
horror became standard features of the genre. The characteristics developed during this 
time would influence antebellum storytelling for decades to come.  
Autobiographies written by formerly enslaved men focused primarily on the 
fragile nature of their manhood. On the plantation, black men were forced to witness the 
familial structure of the master. One can assume that because the black family was so 
fragile due to the master’s authority to sell anyone he wanted, bondmen resented the 
master’s position as the protector, the provider, the father, the husband and ultimately, the 
man that slavery prohibited black men from becoming. When they attempted to recreate 
that same hierarchal positioning in their own families, they were often reminded that their 
roles as protectors would not be respected. As Dickson Bruce observes, “men acting as 
husbands might seek to protect their wives, but slaveholders could violate and ‘punish’ 
slave women” at any time they saw fit (Bruce 55). This heartbreaking reality for 
bondmen ultimately made for a fierce rivalry between them and white men that according 
to Maurice O. Wallace was, “irreducibly economic and fiercely competitive” (Wallace 
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274). Similarly, Sarah Roth examines how this rivalry is depicted in a number of slave 
narratives, but is a particularly significant feature in Frederick Douglass’ Narrative of the 
Life of Frederick Douglass. She argues that although slave narratives, “advanced a 
formidable argument against slavery, they denied African American men an equal 
masculinity that put them on the same social and political level as white men” (Roth 
272). She asserts that the noticeable similarities such as emotional detachment and 
subdued aggression that readers identify while reading slave narratives narrated by men 
are no mistake. It was important that black narrators understood that the racial tension in 
the north was far less severe than in the South; however, it wasn’t nonexistent, although 
some antebellum narratives perpetuate the illusion that it was. White abolitionists from 
the north saw just cause to finance freedom; however, any notion of black rebellion that 
threatened their safety could potentially derail the progress of abolishing slavery. Thus, 
“You have seen how a man was made a slave; you shall see how a slave was made a 
man” from Douglass’ slave narrative became the formula for black masculinist writing 
and self-expression (Douglass 389). Black narrators were encouraged to express the 
brutality they experienced on the plantation from a perspective of emotional brokenness 
instead of rage and rebellion. Most slave narratives communicated how the enslaved 
individual’s soul was defeated and how they fought back, usually through running away 
to freedom. Abolitionists found they received the best responses from,  
the method by which most slave narrators escaped slavery—running 
away—provided an opportunity for these authors to depict themselves 
resisting slavery in a manner that did not pose an implicit threat to 
Northern whites. Flight, in fact, was often represented as a species of 
martyrdom for fugitive slaves (Roth 263). 
 
 5 
After many trials, the genre seemed to have found its niche with the man—slave—man 
approach, in which narrators shared harrowing details of their time spent on the 
plantation. From vivid depictions of beatings, to heart breaking stories of violated 
masculinity, the male slave narrative tells the story of how bondmen seemingly recovered 
from the emasculation that came with life on the plantation. 
 On the other hand, slave narratives written from the female perspective spoke 
mainly to the vulnerabilities of their femininity. The Cult of True Womanhood existed as 
the doctrine that defined women’s roles in society. The doctrine shaped how women were 
to be treated and how they were to act in both public and private spheres of their lives. 
Women were expected to be domestic, pious and submissive in the presence of men; but, 
most importantly, women were expected to be pure. According to Frances S. Foster, “[a] 
‘fallen woman’ was a ‘fallen angel’ unworthy of the celestial company of her sex. To 
contemplate the loss of purity brought tears; to be guilty of such crimes, in the women’s 
magazines at least, brought madness or death” (Foster 852). Unfortunately, bondwomen 
didn’t have the option to value their purity and because this doctrine was nonnegotiable, 
the loss of purity, due to the institution of slavery, was a staple subject that abolitionists 
encouraged bondwomen to explore in their narratives.  
Frances S. Foster suggests that the cultural ideologies of womanhood during the 
antebellum period were the reason why slave narratives written by bondwomen received 
the emotional responses abolitionists were hoping for. The northern audience gravitated 
towards the idea that, “black women were morally pure but their attempts to be virtuous 
were systematically thwarted by slavery” (Foster 847). Harriet Jacobs’ Incidents in the 
Life of a Slave Girl is arguably the most notable female slave narrative of all time, in it 
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Jacobs speaks directly to this notion of the vulnerability that bondwomen experienced on 
the plantation. In many instances in her narrative she faintly apologizes for her impurity 
but quickly follows with the reality that she had no option otherwise. In this poignant 
passage, Jacobs recounts when her master began to be inappropriate towards her. She 
reflects,  
He tried his utmost to corrupt the pure principles my grandmother had 
instilled. He peopled my young mind with unclean images, such as only a 
vile monster could think of. I turned from him with disgust and hatred. But 
he was my master. I was compelled to live under the same roof with 
him—where I saw a man forty years my senior daily violating the most 
sacred commandments of nature. He told me I was his property; that I 
must be subject to his will in all things. My soul revolted against the mean 
tyranny. But where could I turn for protection? No matter whether the 
slave girl be as black as ebony or as fair as her mistress. In either case, 
there is no shadow of law to protect her from insult, from violence, or 
even from death; all these are inflicted by fiends who bear the shape of 
men. The mistress, who ought to protect the helpless victim, has no other 
feelings towards her but those of jealousy and rage (Jacobs 470).  
 
This excerpt from her narrative is important because she hones in on exactly what was 
expected of her as a black female narrator. She uses adjectives like “monster” when 
characterizing her master to highlight how terrified she was. She goes on to describe her 
experiences as feeling “compelled” and “helpless,” which highlights her lack of authority 
over her body due to her position as a slave. Jacobs makes sure to mention that she was 
raised with “principles” of purity that her grandmother instilled within her to further 
clarify that black women were capable of purity, but it was the institution of slavery that 
robbed bondwomen of their natural rights. In the final lines she directly addresses the 
intended audience, which were white women abolitionists in particular, and she identifies 
that the only person she feels should be capable of helping her should be her mistress. 
She reasons that surely the woman of the house who had to uphold the same social 
 7 
stigmas as she, should value purity enough to rescue her from being violated by her 
master. However, Jacobs reveals that even the mistress does not value the womanhood of 
bondwomen because she is too blinded by “jealousy and rage.” Jacobs eloquently reveals 
the injustices she experienced on the plantation, while masking the fact that she is 
unloading a heavy burden of guilt onto the reader that almost forces women to dig in their 
pockets and help fund the abolishment of slavery. Although female slave narratives 
focused heavily on purity and sexuality as it pertained to the womanhood of bondwomen, 
they also incorporated stories of “women being flogged and branded and restrained by 
chains, iron collars and other devices… they emphasized the lack of special consideration 
even for nursing mothers and pregnant women” (Foster 851). The intention was to draw 
emotion from every aspect of femininity in order to place slave narratives of bondwomen 
on the pulse of the cultural climate. As a result, the portrayal of black women 
conventionally extended no further than their devastating identities as bed warmers and 
field hands for their master.  
 Slave narratives have remained a popular genre for decades and have been the 
preeminent source for African American culture during the antebellum period. Slave 
narratives written by enslaved individuals are still being discovered in the 21st century. 
As literature evolved over the years, so did the slave narrative. Understandably, because 
slavery had been abolished for decades, writers were left with the task of renewing the 
slave narrative from a fictional perspective, which is how the neo-slave narrative 
developed. The neo-slave narrative gained momentum during the 1980s. It is exactly 
what its name suggests, essentially a new or fictional revision of the traditional slave 
narrative, usually written by African Americans decades removed from slavery. Neo-
 8 
slave narratives combine oral history, culture, higher education, politics and the author’s 
own unique imagination of what could have occurred during the antebellum period. In his 
article, “Why Does the Slave Ever Love?” Angelo Rich Robinson notes that the core 
difference between the slave narrative and the neo-slave narrative authors is the intention 
behind the text. He acknowledges that slave narratives were written to bring about 
political change; therefore as I explained earlier, bondmen and bondwomen had to 
consider the content of their narratives in very different ways. He explains that the task of 
the neo-slave narrative is to, “provide what slave narratives could not or did not provide 
in their firsthand accounts of slavery during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries” 
(Robinson 40). Essentially what we find is that slave narratives establish the what, when, 
and where, while neo-slave narratives offer the depth and feeling to the stories of 
bondwomen and bondmen.  
 Even with the creative license to expand upon the slave narrative genre, neo-slave 
narrative novelists seemed to favor experimenting with the traditional representations of 
the people that existed during the antebellum period, rather than reimagining them. Much 
like slave narratives, neo-slave narratives tend to be very one-dimensional when tackling 
the strained relationship between whites and blacks during the antebellum period. Octavia 
Butler, for example, chose to experiment more so with narrative form than 
characterization in her novel Kindred. Although Octavia Butler has denied claims that her 
narrative is a science fiction novel, critics have analyzed her book from a science fiction 
perspective for decades because of her use of time travel. However if we look beyond her 
literary technique of choice, we see very familiar bondwoman representations in her 
novel. Marc Steinberg argues in his article about Kindred that, “Dana’s power struggle 
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with slavery is coming to an awareness of the ways in which she might be considered an 
object of possession both in the past and in the present” (Steinberg 469). Steinberg 
suggests that Butler is communicating that the effects of slavery didn’t end after 
emancipation. During the fight scene between Rufus and Isaac over Alice the narrator 
says, “I should have been used to the impossible by now—just as I should have been used 
to white men preying on black women,” in this scene the master’s son, Rufus and a black 
boy named Isaac are fighting over Alice, a slave girl (Butler 119). She has chosen Isaac 
but Rufus wants her and as the novel progresses, he eventually gets what he wants. In 
order to communicate the intention of the novel, the narrator uses similar language as 
Jacob’s did in her slave narrative. Using language like “preying” to express Alice’s 
experience on the plantation further perpetrates the traditional portrayal of bondwomen as 
sexual victims and white men as heartless predators in antebellum literature.  
 We also see familiar archetypal images of bondmen in Sherley Anne Williams’ 
novel Dessa Rose. In the beginning pages Odessa is reminiscing about her true love 
Kaine. She mentions that she loves him because they chose each other outside of the 
confines of the master’s pressure to breed. Bondwomen often spoke about instances when 
the men they produced children with weren’t necessarily the men they fell in love with; 
thus, we see Williams pulling from that aspect of the slave narrative. Furthermore, in that 
same section Odessa speaks of how Kaine would often want alone time with her and how 
difficult it was to obtain privacy. She says, “ ‘Kaine don’t like it when Aunt Lefonia tell 
him that and he even ask Mist’s please could I change, but Mist’s see me and say no. 
Kaine mad but he finally jes laugh, say what can a nigga do?” (Williams 18). Here we see 
the helplessness of the bondman that we have come to know. We see the hierarchal 
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positioning between white masters and bondmen that violated their manhood. What is 
most disturbing is the laugh followed by the question “what can a nigga do?,” Kaine is 
embodying the subdued nature that slave narratives by bondmen required them to 
assume. William’s use of humor and Kaine’s passive aggressive behavior lacks 
development and does not encapsulate how truly disappointed he may be. Once again we 
see how the neo-slave narrative is wedded to traditional depictions of bondmen in 
antebellum literature. These stories would continue to develop in many works by neo-
slave narrative novelists. The parameters on antebellum culture were set and seemed to 
be how most writers of the genre preferred to tackle the subject; however, that was until a 
biracial man of black and Jewish heritage from Brooklyn, NY named James McBride 
decided to expand the neo-slave narrative genre by bringing his imagination to the 
forefront.  
 In the afterword of the tenth anniversary edition of James McBride’s memoir, The 
Color of Water, McBride addresses the intellectuals who have critiqued his work. His 
response is what I believe to be the foundation from which his imagination derives and 
the key aspect that separates him from his peers; in his response he says,  
hard-line intellectuals have already had a field day with this book, using it 
to promote every sort of sociopolitical ideology. But at the end of the day, 
there are some questions that have no answers, and then one answer that 
has no question: love rules the game. Every time. All the time. That’s what 
counts (McBride 294-295) 
 
McBride’s reflection on genre and criticism is significant because he confronts the 
critiques of his memoir and directly addresses the reader. He tells the reader exactly what 
he means; which in his words, his intentions go no further than the concept of love. Love 
may be far removed from what was emphasized during the antebellum period; however, 
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it is important to how he approaches his neo-slave narratives because he essentially learns 
to place less emphasis on color and pays more attention to character while discovering his 
mother’s ethnic roots in his memoir.  During his journey to self-discovery we find while 
reading his memoir that his story of being a biracial individual is complicated by the fact 
that he’s essentially the product of two ostracized ethnicities. Identifying as a mix of one 
ethnicity that is belittled due to physical characteristics and another that’s belittled 
because of religious beliefs can have a great impact on one’s perception of 
discrimination. It wasn’t until his mother’s journey and his own crosses paths during an 
eye-opening trip to his mom’s hometown in Suffolk, Virginia, that he realizes racial 
division only thrives through an individual’s character, not their skin color. His 
experiences helps him to come to this realization, along with the guidance from his 
mother who he describes as, “a flying compilation of competing interests and conflicts, a 
black woman in white skin, with black children and a white woman’s physical problem” 
(260). He reasons with his mother’s assertion that God is the color water and as a result, 
learns to disassociate race and character. This disassociation presumably inspires his 
interest in using interior narrative techniques as the means to telling the stories of his 
characters.  
The perspectives he developed throughout his quest for self-discovery spill over 
into his neo-slave narratives, Song Yet Sung and The Good Lord Bird. In his novels 
McBride pays attention to character development above all else. As a result, there is a 
noticeable abandonment of traditional portrayals of bondmen and bondwomen and 
surprisingly slave masters and mistresses as well. Although identity during the 
antebellum period revolved around the institution of slavery, the narrator allows space for 
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the reader to understand the characters from perspectives that may challenge their 
associations with slavery. This intimate relationship between character and reader that 
McBride constructs through his choices of narrative techniques reveal a side of the 
antebellum period that is often overlooked. McBride allows the reader access to the fears 
and insecurities of all of his characters, both white and black. He maintains the historical 
accuracy of the antebellum period in his novels, while at the same time approaching the 
time period in a very different way than his peers. Whereas most neo-slave narrative 
writers approach the institution of slavery from the outlook of how it impacted the entire 
community, McBride focuses on how slavery shaped the individual. He does this by 
employing the narrative technique free indirect discourse (FID). In fiction, FID is a 
technique in which the implied author or narrator in control of what is focalized, gives the 
impression that they are relinquishing narration control to a character in a scene. As the 
character takes over, they allow the reader access into their thought process. Theorists 
define FID as “a strategy through which the narrator appears to withdraw from the scene 
and thus present the illusion of a character’s acting out his mental state in an immediate 
relationship with the reader” (Mezei 69). Kathy Mezei furthers her definition of FID and 
captures exactly how McBride utilizes the technique when she says “FID is frequently 
the mode by which a narrator focalizes through a character, appropriating the character’s 
words to make the reader see through his/her eyes” (Mezei 70). McBride uses the interior 
narrative of his characters set in the antebellum period to separate them from the pact. 
Interior narrative techniques like FID and internal monologue allow for the individuals to 
communicate how slavery impacted their life in particular, rather than the entire 
community. FID narrows the perspective by honing in on the character’s thoughts. By 
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doing so, McBride has the creative license to imagine characters in a far more complex 
and authentic way than his peers within the neo-slave narrative genre. Neo-slave 
narratives novelists neglected their opportunity to represent the unique experiences every 
individual has, even in distressing circumstances as those during the antebellum period. 
However, McBride finds a way to incorporate individuality by using interior narrative 
techniques. Interior narrative techniques like FID and internal monologue also relieves 
the tension between the text and the audience because it doesn’t contrast with the cultural 
climate, being that some of the language is more believable as thoughts rather than 
discourse. By using FID the reader learns the background story that goes along with the 
characters. McBride chooses not to overlook the narrative of slavery, but rather he slows 
down the narrative so that the reader may see how the institution of slavery impacted the 
individuals who lived through it. He masterfully reimagines the characters through their 
thought processes. By using FID in his storytelling, McBride suggests that although slave 
narratives and neo-slave narratives alike perpetuate the hierarchical pairing of whites and 
enslaved individuals as dominant vs submissive, his neo-slave narratives beg to differ. 
Through his perspective, largely impacted by his identity as a biracial man, he imagines a 
pre-Civil War America that debunks the idea that whites were immune from the 
dehumanization caused by the institution of slavery. Through the use of interior narrative 
techniques like free indirect discourse in his novels, he explores the internal conflict of all 
of his characters and reveals that the line separating the struggles of blacks and whites 




Chapter 1: The Men 
 
In Song Yet Sung, McBride seems to be truly interested in the complexity of his 
male characters. While at first glance Amber’s character may resemble a traditional 
portrayal of a bondman, his self-awareness sets him apart from the ways bondmen are 
conventionally represented in antebellum literature. Although the emasculation black 
men experienced on the plantation was equally as emotional as it was physical, typically 
bondmen chose to express their lack of authority over their masculinity through physical 
humiliation, in the form of beatings and lashes. Robinson suggests that this decision is 
due to the fact that 
the priority was to bring about slavery’s abolition, thus it was more 
important to reveal its horrors. Consequently, they would be more apt to 
speak of those ways in which slavery denied their humanity than to speak 
of the ways in which they were able to claim their humanity despite the 
circumstances of slavery (Robinson 40).  
 
However, Amber explores his identity by confronting the emotional void within bondmen 
when he narrates through FID. In a scene where he thinks about how he learned how to 
be a man, he expresses the devastation of witnessing how slavery influenced his father’s 
perception of manhood, when the narrator says,  
—Everything I had and always will have, he said, is my idea to be a man. 
I didn’t know how to do it. My pa didn’t know how to teach me. He said 
the white man liked him. He was proud of that. He lived for the white 
man’s respect. He expected me to do the same. I loved him. Wanted to be 
just like him. But even if he had learned his letters and knowed how to 
read, he wouldn’t have been a full man. Could never be. ‘Cause he lived to 
another man’s reckoning of himself. So what does that make me? 
(McBride 162). 
 
Bondmen aren’t usually portrayed as this introspective. Amber recognizes that his father 
didn’t know how to teach him how to be a man and that his father felt affirmed by the 
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idea that white people approved of him. He also reveals that although he wanted to be 
just like his dad, the fact that his father “lived to another man’s reckoning of himself,” 
embarrassed him. The tone of his narration brings the pain bondmen experienced to the 
forefront. In a world where masculinity dictated the culture, feeling like a man gave 
bondmen a sense of pride. Through FID Amber hones in on the emptiness bondmen felt 
as a result of their masculinity being taken from them.  
The subject of romance is discussed further in the novel when Amber narrates a 
moment expressing how he feels about falling in love as an enslaved individual. 
Bondwomen like Harriet Jacobs, for example, would traditionally go into detail about 
how the absence of romance complicated their experience on the plantation because it 
usually followed tales of sexual advances from her master. Bondmen would touch on the 
subject, but we rarely see them express their insecurities when talking about love in 
antebellum literature. While thinking about his love interest Odessa, during a moment of 
FID, Amber delves deep into the psyche of the bondman when the narrator says,  
How lonely he was! He’d trained himself so hard to crush those kinds of 
feelings. He’d seen it happen too often. A Negro man meets a woman. He 
falls in love, follows nature’s course, starts a family, then the moment his 
master needs money, he bears the crushing hurt of watching his wife 
whipped, his children sold, his family separated, all for the price of a horse 
or the cost of putting on a new roof. He’d long ago decided that no part of 
nature’s calling would deter him from freedom; he’d resolved to take his 
own life before he let love make him weak (126). 
 
This heart-wrenching excerpt is the most vulnerable Amber is throughout the entire 
novel. He walks the reader through the experience of romance on the plantation and the 
reality is devastating. Instead of simply giving the facts and glossing over how the 
institution of slavery impacted romance, he offers the raw reality that he would rather die 
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than fall in love because the thought of losing that love scares him to death.  He goes on 
to equate the enslaved body to a new roof, which is particularly moving because he 
reveals to the reader his awareness of being less valuable than home improvements. 
McBride establishes that Amber has an extremely keen sense of his position on the 
plantation.  In comparison to how Kaine laughs off and accepts the impact slavery had on 
romance, Amber is allowed to feel every bit of his humiliation through the use of FID. 
Allowing Amber to be truly vulnerable in the narrative rejects the traditional way 
bondmen have typically handled the subject of masculinity in antebellum literature. 
Instead of approaching it in a callous way like Kaine or through scenes of physical 
altercations like the one between Frederick Douglass and Mr. Covey, Amber approaches 
the subject with raw emotion. McBride doesn’t manipulate Amber’s character to the 
same degree as he does other characters in the narrative; rather, he expands upon 
traditional representation of bondmen through Amber’s character by allowing him to 
express a level of emotion we rarely see from bondmen. Through the use of free indirect 
discourse we see how truly damaging slavery was on the bondmen who lived through it.  
Woolman is characterized very differently from Amber. Most slave narratives 
tended to deemphasize the physical strength of bondmen as to not threaten their northern 
supporters; however, James McBride creates male characters in his novels that have 
superhuman qualities. In Song Yet Sung, Woolman could almost be described as a 
mythical figure in the community. What makes his character extremely interesting is the 
fact that he escaped slavery, but didn’t leave the town; rather he escaped to the woods, 
where his mother taught him how to survive. During slavery running away was extremely 
hard, due to the lengths at which slaveholders would go to find their “property.” Thus the 
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idea of a bondman not only successfully escaping, but also surviving in the same town, 
was highly unlikely. However, Woolman debunks the notion of captivity and is portrayed 
as untouchable in the community. During Amber’s free indirect discourse we learn 
exactly how Woolman is perceived in the community when the narrator says,  
The Dreamer had spoken of him, but didn’t seem sure. Surely old 
Woolman was dead, more fiction than fact anyway, he decided, since he 
had never seen him and did not personally know anyone who had. He 
suspected the man was a runaway, although for the life of him he had 
never seen one who looked so wild and who moved with such ease and 
grace, such assurance and skill and coiled swiftness. It was not a man he 
had seen, he decided, but rather an animal, a deer, a thing of the wild, most 
likely a ghost (McBride 135).  
 
Amber reveals the sentiments associated with Woolman in the community. He describes 
him as assured and skilled which are characteristics that would almost never describe 
bondmen in antebellum literature. He goes on to describe him as animalistic and “most 
likely a ghost,” suggesting his capabilities supersede human ability. Woolman’s mythical 
portrayal is furthered from the female perspective and it is clear he embodies the 
masculinity slavery robbed bondmen. When Odessa first saw Woolman she thought to 
herself, “From behind, she saw the loincloth, the legs as thick as tree trunks, his muscular 
back, and said to herself, God have mercy, this is a man—much of a man” (315). 
Odessa’s language is simple but her attention to his stature and muscles suggests she feels 
safe around him immediately. Presumably she sees men all the time, but when she sees 
Woolman she repeats the word “man” as to hone in on how masculine he is compared to 
the men she sees on a daily basis. Woolman is McBride’s direct response to the way in 
which bondmen were portrayed as controlled physically in antebellum literature. Creating 
a male character that defies the odds in his community and is seen as a physical threat 
dispels all of the traditional associations with bondmen. More than anything, Woolman’s 
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character is used as a contrast against the other male characters in the novel. When 
compared to the white male characters, he reveals a weakness within them that is often 
unacknowledged. By creating a character that outwits the whites in the community, 
McBride breaks down the superior white traditional pairing between whites and blacks. 
The outcome suggests that the ideology that whites were untouchable during the 
antebellum period was simply an illusion. 
The stories of bondmen and bondwomen are not complete without those of white 
men and women as well. They are understandably connected because without either the 
institution of slavery would not have existed in America. McBride creates dynamic white 
male characters, and complicates the traditional portrayal of white men through his 
character Denwood. Denwood is a well-known slave capturer in the community. He 
retired from the business because of his angst with the industry, but returns in the novel 
because he is the community’s last hope at capturing Odessa. However when he returns, 
he finds himself conflicted once again because, “He realized with a bit of shock, as his 
horse shook itself, the wetness from its mane flying into his own mouth, that their lives 
were exact mirrors of his, filled with silent, roaring, desperate human fury and 
humiliation. He realized at that moment that he despised them even as he admired them” 
(McBride 238). This moment of FID is important because Denwood is acknowledging 
the conflict between his morality and his profession as a slave capturer. Traditional 
portrayals bolster the ideology that whites didn’t give a second thought to the idea that 
bondmen and bondwomen were seen as chattel, devoid of humanity. However, through 
Denwood’s character McBride gives white men more credit than the traditional 
representations suggest.  
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Like Woolman, Denwood is portrayed through the female perspective as well. 
When Kathleen’s son goes missing the entire community begins to search for him. 
Denwood offers his services to help find the boy and while he looks for him Kathleen 
narrates a moment of FID and says, “He was careful, deliberate, and most important, a 
hunter of men, colored men, a despicable practice, surely, but an important skill at the 
moment, she thought bitterly. One man is just like any other” (277). Her interpretation of 
him is far different than Odessa’s of Woolman. While Woolman was special to Odessa, 
Kathleen settles with the idea that Denwood is just like any other man. Traditionally, 
white women were expected to be very subservient in the presence of men; however, her 
inner dialogue would suggest a disconnection where traditional portrayals suggest 
compliance. Kathleen’s perspective belittles the position of white men in the community. 
Furthermore, by making Denwood confront the hard questions during his moments of 
FID, McBride proposes that the institution of slavery took a greater toll on white men 
than is often explored. The internal conflict we gain access to through the use of FID 
breaks down the hierarchal positioning of white men in society. McBride complicates the 
monster archetype white masters often assume in slave narratives through Denwood’s 
vulnerability. By humanizing Denwood, he suggests the institution of slavery damaged 
white men far more extensively than antebellum literature suggests. McBride begins to 
exhibit through Denwood that no two experiences during slavery were exactly alike. 
Through his imagination, he suggests that there were some white men who, although 
their actions were governed by cultural expectations, knew they were wrong and still 
followed through with heinous acts of dehumanization. Denwood’s internal conflict 
acknowledges a perspective of white men that is often neglected. Denwood doesn’t serve 
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as a means of excusing the behavior of white men, but rather an example of the 
psychological damage white men endured as a result of the institution of slavery.  
 James McBride pushes the conventions and the expectations of the genre even 
further in his novel The Good Lord Bird. The novel follows the days leading to the 
unsuccessful raid at Harpers Ferry, led by abolitionist John Brown. McBride uses interior 
narrative techniques to speculate on the reasoning behind the chaos that ultimately led to 
the demise of what was hoped to be an enslaved African American liberation movement. 
The two leading men in the novel are John Brown and an enslaved man named Henry 
Shackleford. John Brown mistakenly refers to Henry as a girl because of his small stature 
and feminine mulatto characteristics. Henry chooses not to correct John and decides to 
join his camp as a woman in order to survive. Henry begins to live a double life of cross-
dressing that begins as a misunderstanding and eventually becomes a way for him to deny 
the dangerous responsibilities expected of men. Of course some bondmen and 
bondwomen that were fair enough to pass chose to portray themselves as white people; 
however, stories of male cross-dressers are practically unheard of. There are stories of 
cross-dressing women like that of Ellen and William Craft. Ellen Craft, a mulatto woman, 
cross-dressed and passed as her husband’s master to escape from slavery. While Ellen 
Craft used cross-dressing as a way to bravely escape enslavement, Henry or Henrietta 
chooses to hide behind his identity as a woman to avoid arduous labor and danger.  
The novel is narrated, almost exclusively, from the perspective of Henry’s first 
person FID. Free indirect discourse is conventionally portrayed in third person; however, 
when spoken in first person it is typically referred to as internal monologue or first person 
free indirect discourse. Internal monologue and free indirect discourse are two very 
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similar interior narrative techniques that, when used by James McBride, achieve the same 
outcome of focalizing the interiority of the characters. In the narrative, Henry 
acknowledges his cowardice behavior numerous times when he says things like, “The 
dress itched me something terrible, but as the days wore into the cold nights, it growed 
right warm and comfortable. And I ought to say it here—I ain’t proud to report it—it also 
kept me from the fight. Somebody was gonna get their head blowed off, and I had no 
interest in that business” (McBride 47). McBride takes internal conflict one-step further 
in this novel by creating a character that is not only struggling internally, but externally as 
well. The concept communicated in the narratives of bondmen was their struggle with 
emasculation; and here there is a character that is fully capable of utilizing his 
masculinity to help other enslaved individuals escape to freedom, but he runs from it by 
posing as a woman. He has no interest in the “business” of sacrificing himself to free 
other bondmen and bondwomen. James McBride has gone as far away from the 
traditional slave narrative and neo-slave narrative as possible in this novel by creating 
Henry’s character. McBride uses the subject of masculinity to reveal how completely 
broken Henry is as a result of slavery. One may question his reasoning for not wanting to 
help with the cause of abolition, being that we often learn about the bondmen and 
bondwomen who risk sacrificing their lives to escape slavery and bring others with them 
to freedom. However, Henry rips the bandage off of an old wound during his narrated 
thoughts when he admits, “Colored turned tables on one another all the time in them 
days, just like white folks. What difference does it make? One treachery ain’t no bigger 
than the other. The white man put his treachery on paper. Niggers put theirs in their 
mouth. It’s still the same evil” (186). Once again McBride suggests the notion of 
 22 
colorless instability by comparing the atrocities caused by white and black people in this 
excerpt. Henry acknowledges the fact that both whites and blacks were treacherous 
during the time due to the institution of slavery. As a form of survival, bondmen and 
bondwomen sometimes chose to sacrifice each other to save their own lives and keep 
their families together. Surviving sometimes forced enslaved individuals to take part in 
the dehumanization of their own community. In order to show how the institution of 
slavery equally affected both whites and blacks he uses the internal dialogue of a 
bondman that is indeterminate in every way. Henry’s character unearths aspects of 
slavery that are often overshadowed in slave narratives and other neo-slave narratives 
because they don’t fit within traditional antebellum discourse. Henry is an amalgam of 
black, white, heterosexual man and woman in the narrative because of his gender and 
racial ambiguity. Thus his internal and external conflict and downright brokenness in the 
novel reveals the fact that, although traditional antebellum literature suggests that only 
bondmen and bondwomen were scarred by the institution of slavery, Henry’s identity 
suggests that no man or woman, black or white was safe from the physical and 
psychological damage it caused.   
 John Brown is a complex character as well. Although he wants to free and liberate 
all bondmen and bondwomen, he does so on his own terms, in a way that perpetuates the 
ideology that white men knew, better than bondmen and bondwomen, what was best for 
enslaved individuals. Furthermore like Henry, his physical appearance rejects the 
sentiments associated with his race. White men, like Mr. Covey from Frederick 
Douglass’ narrative, are usually portrayed as violators, rather than redeemers in 
traditional antebellum literature. John Brown’s efforts are not received the way he has in 
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mind in the narrative. Soon it is revealed that the main reason for the dysfunction that 
surrounded his movement to liberate bondmen and bondwomen was due to a lack of trust 
in the white man. Henry reveals in his interior narration that freedom is not exactly what 
he thought it would be and in reality his conditions were worst off with the Old Man 
(John Brown) when he says, “I didn’t want to confess to him I weren’t never hungry as a 
slave, nor was never whipped scandalous. Fact is, only time I was hungry and eating out 
of garbage barrels and sleeping out in the cold was when I was free with him. But it 
weren’t proper to say, so I nodded” (McBride 253). Henry’s perspective as a bondman 
once again complicates the narrative. Although the Old Man’s efforts are to free enslaved 
individuals, Henry still feels oppressed by his actions. Henry’s feelings are partially due 
to his laziness and internal conflict, but they are also due to the fact that,  
Nobody asked the Negro what he thunk about the whole business, by the 
way, nor the Indian, when I think of it, for neither of their thoughts didn’t 
count, even though most of the squabbling was about them on the outside, 
for at bottom the whole business was about land and money, something 
nobody who was squabbling seemed to ever get enough of (45).  
 
Once again Henry’s internal monologue touches on the concept of freedom and shows a 
less favorable side of the movement to liberate enslaved individuals, which is a subject 
other neo-slave narratives neglect to explore. Henry reveals through his thoughts on the 
Old Man that every aspect of slavery was intrinsically political. Just as white violators 
neglected to consider the humanity of bondmen and bondwomen, Henry proposes that so 
did white abolitionists. Henry hones in on the sacrifices individuals like Frederick 
Douglass had to make when working with abolitionists to help free other enslaved 
individuals. Often times the restraints placed on Douglass’ writings made him resentful 
of the fact that,  
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the white abolitionists’ strategy meant surrendering the assertiveness, 
mental aptitude and strong moral sense required in the antebellum period 
of all those considered true men. As a result, Douglass struggled with 
white abolitionist leaders over his right to assert himself as a man and not 
merely a victim in front of mostly white crowds (Roth 260).  
 
Through the Old Man’s character, McBride suggests that even the morale of white 
individuals who saw fault in the institution of slavery were corrupted by the ideologies 
that existed during that time. Feeling as though they knew how to achieve the aspirations 
of bondmen and bondwomen without taking their thoughts in consideration, was just as 
much of a violation on the enslaved individuals intellect as enslaving them. Henry’s 
perception of the Old Man expands McBride’s notion that no man during that time could 















Chapter 2: The Women 
 
In The Color of Water James McBride recounts the memories of being raised by a 
single mother after the tragic loss of both of her husbands. Being raised by a single 
mother has a huge impact on how he sees the world. The influence women had on his life 
resonate through the female characters in his neo-slave narratives. He reimagines the 
historical representations of women from the antebellum period, and portrays them as 
extremely resilient both in strength and in spirit. These female characters defy traditional 
representations of their gender and race in a myriad of ways. His bondwomen characters 
are spiritually stronger than many of the men in the novel and the white women 
characters are much more complex than historical references insist. For instance, in 
Harriet Jacob’s narrative the mistress is portrayed as either envious or nonexistent, but 
the characterization of McBride’s white female characters extends further than jealousy 
and subservience. McBride’s perspective on women comes from watching his mother 
survive being disowned by her Jewish family and losing two husbands she loved dearly. 
In one of the many moments in The Color of Water where he describes how his mother 
handled the death of her second husband he recounts, “Mommy staggered about in an 
emotional stupor for nearly a year. But while she weebled and wobbled and leaned, she 
did not fall. She responded with speed and motion. She would not stop moving” 
(McBride 163). This quote seems to encapsulate the impressions of strength and 
resilience his mother leaves throughout the memoir. Even after her family ostracized her 
for loving a black man; losing both husbands; and having to feed her children alone, 
McBride makes sure to note that his mother never gave up on herself or on her children.  
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The tenacity and will displayed by his mother during his childhood is apparent 
within the women in his neo-slave narratives. While one would assume strong female 
roles would negate the idea that James McBride is revealing the mass dehumanization 
caused by the institution of slavery, given the cultural climate of the antebellum period, it 
doesn’t. Rather, the fact that the female characters in his narratives are both intellectually 
and physically stronger than the men reinforces McBride’s message that the institution of 
slavery stifled any form of hierarchal positioning between race and gender. The female 
characters in his narratives that defy the cultural expectations of the Cult of True 
Womanhood reveal how flawed the entire culture was through their defiance. McBride 
creates a narrative that challenges the ideology that men were the leaders during the 
antebellum period. Thus, in Song Yet Sung the women resist the traditional portrayals of 
antebellum women that have perpetuated over time. One noticeable absence is the typical 
white master-bondwoman sexual abuse narrative. Instead the main female character, Liz 
almost falls victim to sexual abuse at the hands of a bondman, but she fights back and 
escapes. This scene leads into our introduction to Liz. She is a bondwoman that sees 
visions of the future after being struck on the head as a child. After escaping the sexual 
assault she leads a small group from bondage. Most of the fugitive slaves die during the 
journey, but after word of mouth spreads that Liz is a conjure woman, the community’s 
main interest is capturing her. We learn very little about Liz’s impact on the community 
through her own free indirect discourse, presumably because she is as confused about her 
powers as everyone else is; however, we do learn about her through the FID of others. In 
one particularly illuminating moment in the novel, Liz comes across Woolman’s son 
while hiding in the woods. He is injured and instead of leaving him to die she helps him 
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heal. When Woolman encounters Liz with his son for the first time he thought, “He was 
actually a little frightened of her. She had helped his son, surely, but she had magic, a 
power that was unseen, and for that he feared her” (McBride 168). It’s important to note 
that McBride has already established Woolman as the most intimidating masculine force 
in the community. Thus is why creating his match, as a woman would not be a physical 
intimidation, but an intellectual one. He describes her “magic” as “unseen,” which to him 
is the scariest of them all. His mother prepared him for physical danger and over time 
he’s learned how to anticipate the white man’s next move, but Liz’s strength is scary 
because she is a mystery. Liz’s enigmatic personality intimidated her love interest as 
well. When Amber first interacts with Liz he is mesmerized by her presence much like 
Woolman. Through his internal monologue it is revealed how much she intimidates him 
when he narrates,  
He wasn’t sure if he should ask the questions anyway. After all, she was a 
woman, wasn’t she? How much asking is a man allowed? She was weak, 
was she not? And young, younger than he was. Certainly she was too 
physically fragile, given her wound, to survive by herself. He needed to 
protect her, not the other way around. But then again, she’d made it this 
far alone, and had sprung fourteen people besides! Maybe she was a witch. 
He was at times so confused that he was sorry he’d met her. Nothing good, 
he suspected, would come of it (127-128). 
 
Amber is truly befuddled by Liz. He can’t make since of her “magic,” as Woolman 
describes it, so he questions everything, including her weakness, and as a result 
acknowledges that her strength is not physical, but rather spiritual. He even toys with the 
thought that she may be a “witch” like the community has speculated. What is even more 
poignant is when he needs to remind himself that he should be protecting her “not the 
other way around,” but then uses the fact that she helped fourteen enslaved individuals 
escape to make sense of the idea. He ultimately places Liz in the role of the provider in 
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this excerpt, which inverts the expectation of the masculine provider. Both men find 
themselves diminished by Liz and thus, don’t know how to process their sense 
masculinity in the presence of her power and authority. James McBride masterfully 
utilizes the conjure woman archetype to construct Liz’s character in contrast to traditional 
portrayals of bondwomen, like Kindred’s Alice Greenwood, for example. In order to 
break down the hierarchal pairing between whites and blacks and men and women, 
McBride pulls from references that alleviate any tension between the narrative and the 
audience’s knowledge on slavery. The conjure woman/witch reference creates a space for 
Liz’s strength because it allows it to be internal. Based on the cultural climate, a 
physically strong black female character may be too much of an extension from 
traditional portrayals of bondwomen. McBride resists the characterization of enslaved 
individuals as radical, militant superheroes who challenge the institution of slavery 
through violence and bloodshed. This image is popularized in such films as Django 
Unchained (2012). Rather, he is reimagining a bondwoman who restrains the strength of 
all the men in the narrative in a way that balances imagination and historical facts. As a 
result, her strength is used to communicate the instability that existed during the 
antebellum period by dismantling the hierarchal structure between man and woman that 
governed the culture during the time. Liz’s strength does not invalidate McBride’s 
message of a totally collapsed sense of humanity because, after all she’s still enslaved. 
However, by making a bondwoman the most intellectually intimidating character in the 
narrative, McBride takes back the power from men and whites, balancing the identities of 
whites and enslaved individuals in order to show how the institution of slavery affected 
everyone equally. 
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 While Liz’s character pushes the boundary of the literary representations of 
bondwomen, the white female characters in Song Yet Sung are even more compelling 
when compared to how they’re usually portrayed. Although bondwomen archetypes have 
been somewhat one dimensional in the past, bondwomen ultimately had a voice in 
antebellum literature because of what they endured. White mistresses on the other hand, 
have a much smaller role due to the fact that they rarely took part in the everyday 
handlings of the enslaved individuals, because the master was viewed as the head of the 
plantation. The Cult of True Womanhood governed their actions; thus, neo-slave 
narrative authors typically portray them according to the standard of antebellum culture. 
As aforementioned, the aggression of mistresses usually stemmed from feelings of envy 
like that in Harriet Jacob’s narrative. This representation of white women as either the 
submissive wife or the envious mistress is further perpetuated through relationships like 
the one between Dana and mistress Margaret Weylin from Octavia Butler’s Kindred. 
However these stereotypes are noticeably absent in Song Yet Sung. Kathleen is a mistress 
who inherits her plantation after her husband dies. Her father offers to come live with her 
to help run the plantation but she rejects his offer. She also encounters many suitors 
looking to marry her, but she refuses them also. Outside of her apparent affinity towards 
independence, her perspective on slavery is different as well. The narrator reveals that, 
“Kathleen grew up with slavery. She saw it as a necessary evil. Yet, the older she got, the 
more troubling it seemed. She believed the Negro was inferior—was sure of it—but 
lately she had taken to reading the Bible, something her late husband discouraged. The 
more she read the Bible, the less civilized slavery seemed” (McBride 104). Kathleen’s 
character has some familiar traits to the traditional mistress. Those traits of 
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submissiveness are showed through the narrator’s emphasis on how Kathleen’s husband 
controlled her and “discouraged” her desire to read the bible. Although religion was a 
major element of the Cult of True Womanhood, McBride utilizes it very differently here. 
He references religion heavily in both of his narratives and in both instances he shows 
how white men used Christianity as a means of controlling other individuals. In 
Kathleen’s case, one can assume by the narrator’s tone that Kathleen has had some sort of 
exposure to religion, but because her husband didn’t want her to read the bible, it’s clear 
her understanding has been filtered through other people, presumably her husband. 
Enslaved individuals were forced to be illiterate for this same reason. White men 
conducted church services that taught enslaved individuals about religion and often times 
they would manipulate the scriptures to strengthen their control over them. Religion is 
now a uniting element between Kathleen and enslaved individuals. McBride’s use of 
religion reveals how Kathleen is essentially oppressed by the cultural expectations that 
forced her to be subservient to her husband. McBride offers another perspective to the 
institution of slavery by giving a voice to the otherwise voiceless mistress. Kathleen 
states that she’s sure of the fact that enslaved individuals are “inferior,” which shows that 
she has been influenced by the ideologies associated with the institution of slavery. 
Nonetheless, McBride takes the opportunity to utilize the voice of the mistress to bring 
forth another example of how the institution of slavery stifled the humanity of every 
person involved.  
Kathleen continues to abandon the white female stereotypes as the novel 
progresses. For example when Woolman kidnaps her son, her maternal instincts go into 
overdrive. She does what no one would expect of a white woman during the antebellum 
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period when she goes out into the woods to find him herself. She’s fed up with the lack of 
effort the men are putting into finding her son, which is captured during a moment of free 
indirect discourse when the narrator observes,  
Ought you not wait for the constable and the men tomorrow? Kathleen 
ignored him, wrapping the oilskin tighter around her and pushing the hat 
firmly down over her face, then slow-footing up the hill towards the grove 
of pine trees. Men, she thought bitterly. They run the world to sin and then 
wonder why the world wakes up every morning sucking sorrow (McBride 
309).  
 
At this point in the narrative Kathleen’s character, like Liz’s, has begun to blur the lines 
separating masculinity and femininity entirely. The reader no longer has to assume how 
Kathleen feels about the white male role in society because she explicitly expresses it 
through her thoughts. Under the leadership of white men she thinks they’ve “run the 
world to sin.” There’s a direct connection to the development of her perspective, where 
earlier in the novel she expressed how she was just beginning to read the bible more. 
Now, time has passed and her employment of language like “sin,” alludes to an 
awareness of the Christian doctrine regarding the treatment of man. She now knows why 
her husband advised her to avoid reading the bible. Through her realization she discovers 
that the institution of slavery and those who perpetuate its ideologies are only furthering 
practices that are destroying society. That responsibility would fall on the shoulders of 
white men since they governed society during the antebellum period. Her abandonment 
of the principles she once accepted, is yet another example of McBride weakening the 
superiority of white masculinity and revealing the extent of the destruction caused by 
slavery. 
 James McBride takes reimaging the white female character to new heights with 
Patty Cannon. Patty is a ruthless slave capturer who intimidates the entire community, 
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including the men. In the novel she is pitted against Denwood, the other slave capturer in 
the narrative. Slave capturing was a lucrative business during the antebellum period. 
Masters would pay large sums of money to recapture their “property” when they weren’t 
able to find them on their own. However, Patty is the worst kind of slave capturer 
because she sometimes falls in the category of a slave robber. She is not necessarily 
interested in returning enslaved individuals to their owners, but rather to the highest 
bidder, which makes her feared amongst the entire community. She is best encapsulated 
within the novel during a moment of narration from Herbie, a deputy in the community, 
when he explains that,  
he had never in his life met a woman like Patty Cannon. In a town where 
the most serious offense by women was last year’s fistfight between two 
women parishioners at Second Avenue Methodist over which night to play 
bingo and which night to clip paper doll cutouts, Patty was an enigma. 
Unlike the worn-out, tired looking whores who occasionally wandered 
into Cambridge from nearby Oxford, she was beautiful and monied, 
pleasant and charming, and quite deadly. No lawman on the eastern shore, 
on either the Virginia or the Maryland side, was anxious to arrest Patty 
(184).  
 
There are quite a few interesting revelations in Herbie’s description of Patty. He first 
compares her to the standard of white women that existed during the time. He suggests 
that at the time there were only two options for white women, either they fell in line with 
the expectations of the Cult of True Womanhood and concerned themselves with 
frivolous matters like “bingo,” or they were whores. Patty Cannon fell in neither 
category, which made her, according to Herbie, an “enigma.” Furthermore, he goes on to 
describe her as “beautiful and monied.” McBride doesn’t allow Patty’s actions to rely on 
her outside appearance. Often when a woman embodies a masculine role she’s typically 
portrayed as a beastly character (picture Ms. Trunchbull from the classic 90s movie 
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Matilda). They are often portrayed as tall, overweight women, devoid of any sexual 
appeal. However, Herbie’s description leads one to envision Patty quite differently than 
aggressive women are often portrayed. Her appearance is what connects her to traditional 
portrayals of white femininity in antebellum literature. Her actions on the other hand, 
seem to be a very deliberate choice by McBride, once again creating a masculinized 
female that directly challenges traditional discourse about the antebellum period.  
Unlike Kathleen who gradually unburdens herself of the gender expectations 
during the time, Patty openly acknowledges through her free indirect discourse that she, 
“enjoyed wrestling. She considered it a test of strength to pit herself against men, white 
and colored, although she preferred wrestling Negroes, whom she considered the best 
wrestlers. They were a great sport” (265). Patty’s inclusion into the narrative is a direct 
response to the hierarchal positioning that is upheld in traditional antebellum literature. 
Many would be surprised to discover that Patty’s character is based on an actual 
historical figure with the same name. James McBride reimagines many historical figures 
in his narratives including Frederick Douglass and Harriet Tubman. He remains wedded 
to the historical accuracies within their autobiographies, while at the same time 
fictionalizing their interpersonal characteristics. In the case of Patty Cannon, historical 
records show she was a vicious slave capturer, but very few people know about her 
because she doesn’t fit into the traditional antebellum narrative. Traditional portrayals of 
white women perpetuate the idea that white women aren’t supposed to speak in 
antebellum literature because historically their opinions weren’t valued. By creating a 
home for Patty’s character and making her central to this traditionally male occupation, 
thus inserting her into this traditionally masculine space, McBride employs Patty as a 
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leveler within the narrative. Her callous behavior and ability to level the playing field 
between women and men, advances the notion that no man or woman was immune to the 
manipulation of slavery. 
 In the Good Lord Bird conventional gender roles are completely obliterated. 
Henry is a heterosexual bondman who has chosen to cross dress in order to increase his 
odds of survival within the tense atmosphere. Although he willingly chooses to continue 
to portray himself as a woman, there are many moments in the narrative where he 
expresses an overwhelming sense of shame in his decision. Around men Henry tends to 
be able to suppress his feelings of guilt, but his internal struggle is heightened when he 
encounters women. Whether he’s around women he’s attracted to or intimidated by, 
women remind him of the cultural climate that states men should be dominant and it 
takes a toll on his psyche throughout the novel. Sibonia’s character in particular makes 
Henry especially uncomfortable with his choices. When he first encounters Sibonia out in 
the yard with all the other “dark-skinned” bondmen and bondwomen he initially thinks 
she has lost her mind. He soon realizes that her actions are calculated when, “Her manner 
had flipped inside out. She had brushed the madness off her face the way you’d brush a 
fly away. Her face was serious. Deadly. Her eyes glaring at me was strong and calm as 
the clean barrel of a double-barreled shotgun boring down at my face. There was power 
in that face” (McBride 164). Through language like “brushed” the reader learns that 
everyone is wearing a mask in this narrative. Illusions are very important to the survival 
of the enslaved individuals in this novel. The transformation of Sibonia’s erratic behavior 
signals that she’s up to something and it intimidates Henry. He describes her as “serious,” 
“deadly,” and “strong,” all adjectives that would typically describe men in antebellum 
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literature. Because he is intimidated by her and uses masculine adjectives to describe her, 
it’s clear that his intimidation stems from the fact that he feels Sibonia is more masculine 
than him. Later in the novel it is revealed that Sibonia is a part of a group of enslaved 
individuals planning an insurrection. When the insurrection fails, the group of enslaved 
individuals is sentenced to a public execution. How Sibonia handles her fate bewilders 
Henry as he watches her step up to the scaffold and take her punishment without 
hesitation. What lingers most in his mind is how Sibonia encourages a bondman who has 
been sentenced to hanging as well. As he steps up to the scaffold he passes out due to 
fear. Sibonia looks back at him and tells him to “be a man” (McBride 182). This 
instruction shames Henry and during a moment of internal monologue he reveals that,  
Watching Sibonia changed me some. The remembrance of her picking that 
feller up at the scaffold, saying, ‘Be a man,’ why, that just stuck in my 
craw. I weren’t sorry she was dead. That’s the life she chose to get rid of, 
in her own form and fashion. But it come to me that if Sibonia could stand 
up like a man and take it, even if she was a woman, well, by God, I could 
stand up like a man, even if I weren’t acting like one (188).  
 
Henry confirms why his initial encounter with Sibonia intimidates him, as he feels 
emasculated in the presence of a powerful woman who “acts like a man.” while hiding 
his own gender identity in fear. Whereas he masks himself as a woman to hide his 
capability and avoid fighting in a war that would free other enslaved individuals, Sibonia 
uses her femininity to understate her strength in order to avoid being a target until the 
time is right. When she first encounters Henry she acts as if she’s intellectually disabled. 
She only relinquishes that façade when she realizes that Henry is literate and can be an 
asset to her plans. One can presume that if Henry weren’t literate she would have 
maintained this performance because she would have had no reason to reveal herself. 
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McBride couples Sibonia’s gender with her acting skills and as a result, she is able to 
mask her strength until the insurrection, where she attempts to free herself. McBride is 
using masks in two very different ways here. Henry’s mask is a sign of weakness, while 
Sibonia’s mask eventually reveals how truly courageous she is, which is why Henry’s 
insecurities haunt him most when thinking about her. McBride utilizes Henry’s 
indeterminacy to represent how broken the entire community is due to the institution of 
slavery. Through the use of interior narrative techniques, McBride utilizes Sibonia’s 
strength to reveal how pitiful Henry is. Because Henry’s character is an amalgam of 
white, black, men, women, enslaved, and free individuals, the internal struggle brought 
on by Sibonia pushes forth the ideologies he introduced in his previous narrative, that 
essentially slavery created destruction that engulfed all the individuals that lived through 













Chapter 3: Geography and Family 
 
James McBride’s use of geography in his narratives is the first clue that indicates 
he’s doing something very different than other neo-slave narrative authors. In traditional 
neo-slave narratives, the South is as important to antebellum storytelling as the 
characters. The farther down South enslaved individuals were sold, the worst their 
experiences would be. Threatening to sell bondmen and bondwomen to Louisiana, for 
example, was as horrific as assigning them a number of lashes or any other punishment. 
With that said, since most severe punishment took place in the South, it has been 
typically used as the setting in neo-slave narratives. Furthermore since most neo-slave 
narrative writers are typically African American, they draw on oral history for inspiration 
and, “while not all these writers are Southern, most are of Southern heritage and all are 
writing about a fictional South,” (Monteith 28). However, James McBride imagines 
something totally different in his narratives. Song Yet Sung is set in Maryland, eighty 
miles from freedom, where the bondmen and bondwomen in the narrative “could smell it, 
sense it, feel it. In Annapolis on a clear day, a colored boy could climb a tree and 
practically look out on Philadelphia” (McBride 105). Although Maryland was the setting 
of Frederick Douglass’ slave narrative, it is rarely used as the setting of neo-slave 
narratives. McBride utilizes the opportunity to experiment with characterization through 
the use of geography, by imagining slavery in a setting that is often neglected by 
antebellum storytellers.  
The proximity to freedom has a huge impact on race relations in McBride’s slave 
narratives, particularly in Song Yet Sung, where the enslaved individuals were “eighty 
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miles from freedom” (McBride 105). McBride uses the setting as a control mechanism 
over the community. While enslaved individuals were understandably tortured by the fact 
that they were extremely close to escaping brutality, whites were intimidated by the fact 
that only eighty miles separated them from losing their property and essentially their 
livelihood. Once again, McBride uses multiple narration techniques to dissemble the 
hierarchal portrayal of antebellum literature. Kathleen has an especially hard time 
handling her bondmen and bondwomen in the narrative. Now that she’s left with the 
plantation after her husband passes away, she struggles with establishing herself as a 
leader. She fears being too aggressive may cause them to rebel; but she acknowledges 
being too passive may cause them to undermine her authority. During a moment of free 
indirect discourse she expresses her frustration with herself when the narrator says,  
She chided herself for her indecision. If Amber wanted to trap the fox, let 
him. She hated handling the coloreds. It was the hardest part of working 
the farm alone. Her ambiguity on slavery, she felt, was affecting 
everything she did. One minute she gave an order, the next she withdrew 
it. A man, she thought, would not show ambiguity in dealing with the 
coloreds. He would be firm with them. He would be solid and say, Do this, 
or Do that, and even if it was wrong, play it with a straight face—as if the 
colored didn’t know better (McBride 112).   
 
Thinking about how close the slaves were to freedom brings on the anxiety Kathleen is 
expressing in this excerpt. Throughout the novel she mentions her financial situation as 
being unstable after her husband’s passing. With that said, Kathleen is experiencing a 
sense of oppression due to her financial instability. If she were deeper South she wouldn’t 
have to feel anxious about her ability to lead because the likelihood of enslaved 
individuals escaping and making it to freedom was far less likely. However, because she 
has to fear their attempt to free themselves, those thoughts force her to reconsider 
whether they deserve freedom or not. Her evolving perspective is captured in the line 
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when she says, “as if the colored didn’t know better,” which suggests that she is 
beginning to see the humanity within the enslaved individuals who serve her. Setting has 
seemingly become another character in the narrative, as its impact begins to reshape the 
perspectives of the individuals in the novel.  
McBride’s other novel The Good Lord Bird is set in the Midwest Kansas 
Territory. Slavery in the Midwest is another topic that is seldom included in the 
traditional portrayal of the institution of slavery. Although the tension is high between 
whites and blacks in the novel, McBride establishes that the attitudes are a bit different 
through his main character, Henry. Henry narrates the setting and establishes some of the 
main characters at the beginning of the novel and as he describes his master, it is clear 
Henry assumes a very different position than we are used to from bondmen when he says, 
“Now, I ought to say right here that my sympathies was with Dutch. He weren’t a bad 
feller. Fact is, Dutch took good care of me, Pa, my aunt and uncle, and several Indian 
squaws, which he used for rootin’-tootin’ purpose” (15). McBride uses setting to inform 
the reader that he’s deviating away from the traditional portrayals of the institution of 
slavery. McBride gives himself permission to reimagine the characters from the 
antebellum period by placing them in surroundings that are far less explored than the 
South. The geographical location certainly helps the reader better understand Henry. 
Because the South recorded some of the most devastating acts committed towards 
enslaved individuals, it would be hard to imagine a bondman that served in the deep 
South speaking as candidly as Henry does internally. Although it is silent Henry speaks 
very aggressively and he’s extremely transparent about his feelings on race relations 
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between whites and blacks, during one of his most aggressive moments in the narrative 
he narrates,  
Back in them days white folks told niggers more than they told each other, 
for they knowed Negroes couldn’t do nothing but say, ‘Uh-huh,’ and 
‘Ummmm,” and go on about their own troubled business. That made 
white folks subject to trickeration in my mind. Colored was always two 
steps ahead of white folks in that department, having thunk through every 
possibility of how to get along without being seen and making sure their 
lies match up with what white folks wanted. Your basic white man is a 
fool, is how I thought (McBride 35).  
 
Henry makes quite a few bold statements about white men in this excerpt. He suggests 
that by treating enslaved individuals like imbeciles, white men unknowingly empowered 
them. Because they knew bondmen and bondwomen weren’t going to retort when they 
communicated with them, Henry concludes that, that made white people extremely 
vulnerable to, in his words, “trickeration.” He follows his revelation up by calling the 
“basic” white man a “fool.” If one reads this within the context of the culture during 
which it is set, this type of discourse is unimaginable coming from a bondman. Although 
interior narrative techniques like FID and internal monologue are intended to give the 
illusion of the characters interior thoughts, Henry’s assessment is particularly bold   
considering the cultural context and the expectation of slaves being obsequious. With that 
said, separating Henry from the ideologies associated with slavery in the South allows his 
character to be more believable. The geographical setting eliminates the tension a reader 
may experience while reading Henry’s thoughts. If he were thinking these things in an 
atmosphere where looking at a white man in the eyes could result in hundreds of lashes, 
his confident nature just wouldn’t make sense. McBride uses the settings in both of his 
narratives to help disassociate the characters from their traditional portrayals in 
antebellum literature. As a result, the characters develop revelations about their 
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communities that hone in on how weak the entire society was during the antebellum 
period.  
It is important to take a look at the familial relationships between characters 
throughout McBride’s novels. The ways in which James McBride utilizes family in his 
narratives helps him to hone in on important revelations about his characters as well. In 
Song Yet Sung, the relationship between Woolman and Liz establishes the fact that 
masculine and feminine roles are going to be blurred quite a bit throughout the novel. 
Woolman’s relationship with his mother is particularly fascinating and although she has a 
seemingly smaller role in the novel, she also has a part in developing how gender roles 
are being portrayed. The reader gets to know her very briefly in the narrative when 
Woolman is being introduced. After Woolman is portrayed as a larger than life character, 
it is revealed that he learned everything that he knows from his mother when the narrator 
says,  
He had come to the Land with his mother. It was she who had taught him 
to hunt, to stand frozen for hours at a time until the prey wandered close, 
then spring forward to move against it. It was she who taught him to watch 
the wildcats stalk their prey, how they lay hidden silent, always 
downwind, pouncing when the prey wandered close… He learned how to 
hunt while guarding his mother’s corpse, and from that day forward 
learned that patience was more than virtue. It meant survival (McBride 
116).  
 
The narrator reveals that Woolman’s superhuman strength can be attributed to a woman, 
his mother. Preparing meals and patience are typically feminine characteristics, but 
McBride transforms them into masculine characteristics like the ability to hunt. In this 
excerpt, McBride blends feminine and masculine traits and hones in on how one cannot 
exist without the other. He takes it a step further when the narrator shares how his 
mother’s dead body teaches him the most important aspect to surviving in the woods, 
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which is patience. McBride suggests that even a dead woman can teach a man more about 
himself than he can on his own. Later on in that same section the narrator explains that 
the mother of Woolman’s son taught him quite a bit as well, when the reader learns that,  
Most of what he knew about the white man he’d learned from his own 
woman, who ran off from them and whom he’d found wandering the Land 
years ago. It was she who taught him the little bit of speech that he knew. 
It was his woman who taught him nature’s ways, who birthed his son, and 
whose body lay buried near the garden at the rear of the cabin where he 
lived—the same cabin where fever had reduced her to the same state of 
sleep in which he’d found his mother (116-117).  
 
Woolman’s mate teaches him what his mother wasn’t able to before her death. Where as 
his mother taught him how to survive, his mate teaches him about intimacy. She engages 
in “nature’s way” with him and gives life to his son, who will carry on his legacy and his 
name, something he cannot do as a man. McBride is further highlighting the codependent 
relationship between masculinity and femininity. Consensual procreation is the one act 
between women and men that cannot exist if either chooses not to participate, thus it is 
the ultimate example of equality between the two. At the end of the excerpt, McBride 
equates the maternal role with the wife role by having them die from the same affliction, 
further comparing them and emphasizing that they are the strength behind the biggest 
physical threat in the narrative. Through these two nameless female characters, the reader 
sees that even within the subtle references to characters who are short-lived in the novel, 
McBride undermines the traditional antebellum relationship between women and men.   
 The familial structure is fragmented in The Good Lord Bird. Henry’s father is 
killed during the gunfire exchange at the beginning of the novel; thus, as another means 
of survival he creates makeshift family units as he travels with John Brown’s army. 
When Henry gets separated from John Brown’s army and finds himself held captive at a 
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whorehouse, he engages in a complicated relationship with Pie, although she serves as his 
unrequited love interest, she also is the maternal figure that helps him survive as a cross 
dresser in the brothel. However when Henry is with the army, the Old Man insists that 
Henry feel like a family member when he says, “the fact is, you is in the human family 
and is welcome to this one as any. I like that you might hold this, my child, as a token of 
your newfound freedom and family, joining us as freedom fighters” (McBride 23). John 
Brown willingly takes on a paternal role in Henry’s life when he calls him “my child.” 
One can presume that his efforts to create a familial structure for Henry serves a dual 
purpose to both, legitimize his stance on equality between whites and blacks, and to 
apologize for the fact that Henry lost his father during the gunfight the Old Man initiated. 
John Brown only acts as a paternal figure to Henry, but his actual family in the novel is 
portrayed quite interesting through Henry’s internal monologue. John Brown’s army is 
made up of a few freedom fighter recruits he encounters throughout his journey along 
with his sons. John Brown had twenty-two children, but only his oldest sons joined his 
army, whom, during his narration, Henry describes as, “nothing but a ragtag assortment 
of fifteen of the scrawniest, bummiest, saddest-looking individuals you ever saw” (36). 
Henry’s disappointment in John Brown’s army stems from the discourse surrounding the 
army, portraying them as aggressive and tough men. However, when he meets them in 
person they’re nothing like the legend suggests. McBride is directly responding to 
traditional portrayals of white men in antebellum literature through Henry’s perception of 
John Brown’s sons. The discourse suggested that John Brown’s army was a feared and 
untouchable force in the community, but Henry perception of them is the complete 
opposite. One can assume that John Brown’s army is a direct response to white 
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masculinity in slave narratives because the driving force behind their crusade is religion. 
Henry noted that they, “was holy as Jesus to man. They didn’t swear, didn’t drink. Didn’t 
cuss” (43). Once again McBride is honing in on the manipulation of religion and how 
slaveholders used it to reinforce power over others. Religion is the connecting factor 
between John Brown and white masculinity. The main reason why white masters 
discouraged literacy was because they often manipulated the bible and Christianity to 
support the assertions that being a slave was the natural condition of blacks. White 
masters relentlessly used religion to further the agendas of the institution of slavery. 
Regardless of its purpose, John Brown manipulates Christianity to the same degree as 
that of the white master. With that said, McBride’s use of religion, amongst other 
devices, draws a connection between John Brown and traditional portrayals of white men 
in antebellum literature. John Brown’s weak army and inability to fulfill the slave 
insurrection strips white masculinity of the robust veneer that traditional antebellum 
literature has placed upon them. Through John Brown, McBride has broken the strongest 
force that existed during the institution of slavery to once and for all suggest that every 











 When James McBride realizes his experiences intersect with his mother’s in his 
1996 memoir, The Color of Water, his entire perception of life changes. As he sits on the 
sidewalk in front of the synagogue his mother’s family attended in Suffolk, Virginia, he 
thinks long and hard about the people he has encountered throughout his life. He realizes 
that the perceptions of race he grew up struggling with didn’t apply to every person who 
positively influenced him, from his street savvy Aunt Jack to the “well-to-do couple from 
nearby Chadds Ford, Pennsylvania” that helped him graduate from college and graduate 
school (McBride 184). His mother’s struggles with her Jewish family validated that racial 
tension existed, and presumably always will. However, as he searched for his identity 
while researching his mother’s, he realizes that the racial barrier he felt existed between 
him and his mother was an illusion. Initially he thought ignoring racial tensions 
altogether would be the solution to his identity issues, but he eventually realizes that, that 
wasn’t the answer either. McBride eventually settles with the idea that “love rules the 
game,” as he realizes that the individuals who influenced him the most focused more so 
on what united them, rather than what tore them apart (295). One must look beyond skin 
color in order to discover what unites us with other human beings. Thus, this is why 
McBride uses interior narrative techniques like free indirect discourse and internal 
monologue in his novels to explore the lives of the individuals who lived during the 
antebellum period.  
The narrative of slavery tends to highlight the differences between enslaved 
individuals and whites, from physical characteristics to cultural practices. Neo-slave 
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narratives perpetuated those ideologies of division. However, McBride finds a way to 
unite two cultures that have been portrayed as polar opposites for decades and as a result, 
creates two of the most authentic depictions of slavery to date. By invading the innermost 
thoughts of his characters through the use of interior narrative techniques, McBride unites 
his character’s oppressions and reveals that although the institution of slavery intended to 
control and destroy African Americans, every individual who lived during the antebellum 
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